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 Стаття досліджує фонетичний аспект пісенної лірики американського реп-
виконавця та автора пісень Кендріка Ламара і тенденції використання фонетичних 
стилістичних засобів  у студійному альбомі Ламара “DAMN.”, який у 2018 році було 
нагороджено Пулітцерівською премією у галузі музики. Матеріалом дослідження 
слугують 14 пісень, включених до альбому. 
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 The paper studies the phonetic aspect of the song lyrics of the American rap artist and 
songwriter Kendrick Lamar, and the tendencies of phonetic stylistic devices usage in his studio 
album DAMN. which was awarded the Pulitzer Prize in music in 2018. The material of the study 
is 14 songs included in the album. 
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 Introduction 
 Rap music has its specific features: it applies the vocal technique of rapping 
and it combines textual and musical components, which they join into a solid 
piece. The textual component (lyrics) is the main matter for the topic of the paper. 
In this paper we are going to review the phonetic aspect of Kendrick 
Lamar‟s 2017 Pulitzer Prize-winning album Damn (stylized as DAMN.) [11], [5]. 
The aim of the research is to define the tendencies in Lamar‟s songwriting and 
phonetic stylistic devices‟ application. To achieve the given goal we focus on the 
following task: to define phonetic stylistic devices present in Lamar‟s works and 
tendencies of their usage. The material of the research: Kendrick Lamar‟s studio 
album DAMN. released in 2017, which includes 14 tracks (BLOOD., DNA., YAH., 
ELEMENT., FEEL., LOYALTY., PRIDE., HUMBLE., LUST., LOVE., FEAR., 
GOD., DUCKWORTH. – as stylized by the author) [5]. 
 One of the contemporary rap‟s most famous and critically acclaimed 
representatives, Kendrick Lamar, is the American rapper, songwriter and 
performer, born in 1987 in Compton, California [9]. The significance of Lamar as 
a cultural figure can be proven: Kendrick's album DAMN. was ranked in the BBC‟s 
'poll of polls', based on the critic reviews from more than 30 worldwide publishers, 
as critics' favorite album of 2017 with sales in 2.747 million units in the US only 
(as of 2018) [12]. 
 In April 2018 Lamar won the Pulitzer Prize in music for DAMN., becoming 
the first rap artist to win the award [11]. Among other awards given to the album 
are: BET Hip-Hop Awards – Album of the Year (2017) [4]; American Music 
Awards – Favorite Rap/Hip-Hop Album (2017) [3]; Grammy Awards – Best Rap 
Album (2018) [7]. 
 In 2018 Hip-Hop and Rap dominated the US music market holding its share 
of 21.7%, which is more than any other genre [10]. Moreover, Lamar‟s Pulitzer 
Prize winning has become an important event bringing the rap genre to a whole 
new level increasing the genre‟s cultural importance [11].   
Main body of the paper.  
Phonetic stylistic devices help to acquire a desired phonetic effect and they 
may be used in poetry, prose and lyrics. I. R. Galperin in his Stylistics of the 
English Language states that “the sound of most words taken separately will have 
little or no aesthetic value. It is in combination with other words that a word may 
acquire a desired phonetic effect” [6]. 
There is no commonly shared point of view on number and types of stylistic 
phonetic devices in modern linguistics. For example, I.R. Galperin distinguishes 
such stylistic phonetic devices as: onomatopoeia, alliteration, rhyme and rhythm 
[6], while A.N. Morokhovsky in his Stylistics of the English language provides 
such stylistic phonetic devices as: alliteration, assonance and onomatopoeia [1]. 
Phonetic expressive means and devices used in writing and performing rap-
songs are similar to those used in poetry. Rap lyrics have a number of phonetic 
stylistic devices that help the performer to use a voice as an instrument, and all 
these techniques and devices embody the concept of flow – a term used to 
encompass all of the ways in which rappers use rhythm and their articulation in 
the process of lyrical delivery. In rapping music support is found primarily in the 
rhythmic, metrical and syntactic arrangement of syllables [2]. 
The very first song, and the second track on the album, demonstrates the 
usage of internal rhyming and assonance application:   
Loyalty, got royalty inside my DNA 
Cocaine quarter piece, got war and peace inside my DNA 
I got power, poison, pain and joy inside my DNA 
I got hustle though, ambition flow inside my DNA 
I was born like this, since one like this, immaculate conception 
I transform like this, perform like this, was Yeshua new weapon [8, 2]. 
 Words in the first line are internal regular rhymes. Those in the second line 
may be defined as a complex assonance rhyming, because they consist of two or 
more words; they correspond by the vowel sounds in their bodies. The same may 
be said about two corresponding units marked at the end of fifth and sixth lines – 
here they work in a similar way: the syllables‟ amount fits well within the lines 
making this assonance scheme sound phonetically pleasant. Words marked in the 
fourth line are internal assonance rhymes.  
Repetitions are also used in the song‟s lyrics in order to improve the general 
musicality of the song: epiphora (inside my DNA) appears 9 times through the 
whole first verse; the word DNA appears 19 times through the whole song, which 
is also an important element of song‟s sound structuring. 
 In DNA. Lamar uses alliteration as well. And it can be seen in the following 
extract: 
I know murder, conviction, burners, boosters 
Burglars, ballers, dead, redemption 
Scholars, fathers dead with kids and 
I wish I was fed forgiveness [8, 2]. 
 In the extract we may trace the repetition of the consonant sound [b]; along 
with another consonant sound [d] which also appears in each line of the extract, it 
forms consonant-based sound pattern where corresponding sounds shape the 
rhythmical element of the lines: in such way it becomes possible to put stress on 
each [b] and [d] consonant sound and highlight them while performing.   
 Also DNA. may be interesting in the aspect of intonation and lyrics delivery 
as sometimes it appears to be „broken‟. The song is divided into two parts with one 
verse in each of them. The first one ends with a bridge, which stands here as a 
lyrical and musical transition from a slow and monotone melody to a more 
dynamic instrumental. In the second part of the song Kendrick Lamar breaks 
sentences, puts or reduces pauses between lines and phrases within the lines in 
order to create a certain rhythm:  
Eat at Four Daughters, Brock wearin' sandals 
Yoga on a Monday, stretchin' to Nirvana 
Watchin' all the snakes, curvin' all the fakes 
Phone never on, I don't conversate 
I don't compromise, I just penetrate 
Sex, money, murder—these are the breaks [8, 2]. 
 The marked words represent the assonance usage, which is based on 
different vowel sounds: sandals – Nirvana; never on – I don‟t; all the fakes – 
conversate – penetrate – breaks. Lamar uses the intonation to highlight these words 
and in this way makes them correspond. In this extract Lamar also reduces the 
pauses between lines making each following line sound as it continues the previous 
one, so in this way the intonation changes from a rather calm one in the first part of 
the song to a more pushy and punchy one in the second. Syllabic structures applied 
in the verse may also be interpreted to have been built with an aim to make the 
dynamic performance more convenient directly for the performer. All together 
with phonetically corresponding units which were created with the means of 
assonance and internal rhyming this extract is an example of Lamar‟s variation of 
more aggressive and persistent kind of flow (rhythm pattern). 
In his performing Lamar relies not only on rhymes or just words in general, 
but also on the means of the spoken language, such as interjections, which helps 
the performer to regulate the rhythm of the lyrics delivery and the way the song 
sounds. 
 In the DAMN. album Kendrick Lamar occasionally applies interjections as 
means of the lyrical and vocal space‟s sound filling. The song called YAH. has 
plenty of them mostly placed in the chorus: 
Buzzin', radars is buzzin' 
Yah, yah, yah, yah 
Yah, yah, yah, yah, yah, yah 
Interjection yah appears to be used in one of the song‟s verses as well: 
I know he walks the Earth 
But it’s money to get, bitches to hit, yah 
Zeroes to flip, temptation is, yah 
First on my list, I can’t resist, yah  [8, 3]. 
 As it was previously stated yah serves as a sound-filler. It improves the 
song‟s melodic aspect, forms the rhythm and creates an emotional effect. Also the 
interjection yah appears in the song ELEMENT: 
Damned if I do, if I don’t (yuh) 
Goddamn us all if you won’t (yuh) [8, 4]. 
 The song FEEL. demonstrates cases of assonance usage as in the following 
extract: 
Feel like my thought of compromise is jaded 
Feel like you wanna scrutinize how I made it [8, 5]. 
 The words marked with yellow are the samples of assonance rhyming with 
the element of alliteration: these words correspond not only with the vowel sounds 
(jaded – made it), but with consonants as well: jaded – made it, based on the 
similarity of sounds [d] and [t], so it adds alliteration, making this case of rhyming 
a rather complex structure. The words marked within the lines are internal 
assonance rhyming. 
The next example of Lamar‟s complex rhyming schemes can be seen in an 
extract from the song called HUMBLE.: 
Ayy, I remember syrup sandwiches and crime allowances 
Finesse a nigga with some counterfeits, but now I’m countin’ this 
Parmesan where my accountant lives; in fact, I’m downin’ this 
D’USSÉ with my boo bae tastes like Kool-Aid for the analysts [8, 8]. 
 As we can see, in this extract Kendrick Lamar uses double rhymes along 
with internal rhymes and builds rhyming word combinations based on assonance. 
Despite the fact assonance does not always form a rhyming combination, but rather 
makes the verse rhythmically settled, Lamar uses this device with an aim to form 
the rhyme and rhythm pattern. The techniques applied here build a great scheme 
and make the song sound rhythmically pleasant to ear of a listener. 
Conclusions 
We defined that in DAMN. Kendrick Lamar applies such phonetic stylistic 
devices as: rhyme, rhythm, assonance and alliteration. Lamar‟s lyrics may appear 
to be broken or unstable in the process of their delivery. The sound combinations 
in the aspect of rhymes, alliteration, assonance and intonation influence the general 
musicality of the songs; it also shows the complexity in the verses‟ structure. The 
usage of these phonetic stylistic devices may be explained as following: they were 
applied in order to build sound connections, rhythmical and rhyme patterns. The 
interjections used in songs‟ performing are also of a rhythmical significance.  
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